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Rocking Boats and Ruffling Feathers
BY MARY JO FINNEY
UNIVERSITY OF MICHIGAN-FLINT

w,

hen I was a child, my mother encouraged me to stand up for myself even if it
meant I'd rock the boat. My father, on the other hand, admonished me not to ruffle
too many feathers. At the time, I saw my parents' advice as conflicting. N onetheless, I did my best to stand up for myself, survive the rocking boat, and not ruffle
too many feathers. My parents helped by showing me how different views were debated,
how an opposing stance was argued with civility, and that spirited conversations were
both difficult and invigorating. It took quite some time for me to appreciate my parents'
teaching. It was, however, vital to my growing up.

I think about these lessons as relevant to our
profession today. State and federal mandates
addressing reading education have rocked many
boats and ruffled countless feathers. While these
mandates are seen as intrusive, I would like to look
at them differently. Might we view our current state
of affairs as an opportunity rather than an attack?
Might we take the next step and learn to rock the
boat ourselves and ruffle our own and one another's
feathers?
The kind of rocking I am referring to is that which
shakes up our thinking. It causes us to re-cast our
philosophy or cast aside a practice that is no longer
relevant to our advancing knowledge of what it means
to read and to teach others to read. Typically, it is not
out of need that one rocks the boat. It is merely the
result of standing up.
I have found that whenever I rock the boat, although
disconcerted, I am strengthened. I am changed by
having questioned the status quo, expressed skepticism about popular opinion, and viewed an accepted
practice from the other side. The extent to which we

engage in vigorous questioning
within our profession is the extent to which we will
survive, even thrive. Growth comes from struggle not
from smooth sailing.
Ruffling feathers is a slightly different matter. I
learned from my father that ruffling feathers is
unavoidable. The key is not to ruffle too many. Birds
are quite particular about the placement of each
feather and their daily preening serves to rid them
of the bad feathers and realign the good all to ensure
flight. They ruffle their own feathers and then turn to
the flock to ruffle others'.
It is not out of irreverence but out of self-respect that
I believe our profession should engage in frequent
feather ruffling and boat rocking. How is it done? I'll
show you.

•

Why fuss over the type of books we use to
teach children to read? It seems to me that
a creative teacher, if she had to, could spark
many predictions and foster a grand conversation about Dick and Jane. (I am going to try
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(I would call that reading comprehension.)

this.)
•

•

•

Are we focusing the right kind of attention on
the pictures in a story? I thought we were supposed to teach children to enjoy the pictures
and read the print.
A book is a book. I wonder why so many in our
field are more concerned with the content of
books than the process of reading.
Why are we assessing the quality of a reader's
predictions? If prediction is intended to put the
reader in a stance of reading to confirm or reject
the prediction, quality doesn't matter. What if
the reader made a wild, i.e. off topic, prediction
and then found his prediction to be dead wrong?

•

I believe meta-cognition is an impediment
to reading. If we are expecting a reader to
think about the thinking she is doing while
reading, how will she ever get lost in the
book? Isn't it possible to think too much while
reading?

Lest you believe I went overboard with my questioning and wondering, we are all in the same
boat. I, too, am discomforted by my own questions.
To be in a steady state of comfort, however, is
just that-it's comfortable. Learning is a state of
disequilibrium that, I believe, should be experienced daily by every one who teaches. Try it. After
all, birds of a feather ....

Beyond Brown vs.
The Board of Education:
A Legacy of African American
Children's Literature
BY ESTHER MEYERS COLEMAN
MARYGROVECOLLEGE

T

he notion that public schools in America, although separate, were equal, was a
fallacy from the beginning. The Brown decision (1954) marked the beginning of an
era in which specific attention acknowledged and addressed the effects of statutory segregation in America's
public school classrooms.

Evidence supporting this assertion is found in books,
media, and in most literary publications of the era
immediately preceding the Brown decision. One
easily identifiable practice stemming from the racist
views that permeated American education (even in
those places where segregation was not legislated) is
found in the texts that were published and purchased

for use in our nation's classrooms. America's public
schools used texts and instructional materials that
either presented pejorative and negative images of
African Americans or simply omitted them entirely
from materials that children used on a daily basis.
These were the texts used to teach children about
themselves and the world around them.
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